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Teach Us How: Love, Relationships, Resistance
Abstract
The purpose of this conceptual paper is to examine Black love in the
historical, contemporary cultural, and political context. The goal of this
paper is to illustrate the importance of choosing love as a means of
resistance and as a practice for teaching transdisciplinary praxis.
Historically, scholarship conducted on Black love did not incorporate the
multidimensionality that blackness spans. It placed a focus on the
relationships between Black males and females through a sociocultural lens
examining factors such as Black male viability, Black male scarcity, and the
impact systemic structures have on Black males. This emphasis placed on
the Black male experience does not allow us to examine Black love from a
heterosexual relationship standpoint. This in turn creates hegemonic
narratives leading towards the development of assigned gendered/sexed
roles. It is important to understand that Black love exists beyond the gender
binary. bell hooks’ (2000) writing on the subject illuminates the struggle
that has been created by both the lack of discourse around love and
individuals articulating love in a means that could potentially emphasize
their experience with lovelessness. Combining this with work by Frankfurt
(2004) and Kierkegaard (1847), a framework can be created and then further
expanded conceptually, utilizing various theories such as Critical Race
Theory, Black Feminist Thought, Lens Theory, and narrative inquiry by
forming connections where applicable. The importance of this concept is
grounded in understanding notions of love in relation to Black love; this lies
in its capacity to build community, connection, and inspire social action.
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Introduction
This conceptual paper originally began as my senior seminar project
in AFAM 198: Senior Seminar, a course in the Department of African
American Studies at San José State University. This course assignment was
for me to create a capstone event that encapsulated everything that I had
garnered from my major courses. At the time of this project’s inception, the
original goal was to create a counternarrative that could provide context for
Black folks to be critical of the love relationships that have and will form.
However, this changed as I continued to work with the literature and
develop my understanding of Black love. The goal for this conceptual paper
then shifted and evolved as people do while honoring their experiences.
This change was a natural progression in my research. Initially, my
research focused on finding and expressing the narrative of joy within the
Black community. I had originally done this through creating a forum-style
event called the “Black Women’s Monologue.” This event focused on
creating a space where Black women could gather, fellowship, and share
narratives about what brings them joy. I wanted to create a bridge that would
connect narratives of joy in a society where people are perpetually exposed
and desensitized through repetitive displays of Black death and other
negative outcomes that reinforce dominant ideology. Joy is strongly
correlated with love.
In my pursuit to understand Black joy, the need to understand Black
love became apparent. Both concepts have functions in resistance, and they
have generative properties. Specifically, they counter dominant ideologies
which believe that Black people are not capable of loving, being happy, or
fundamentally human (Jefferson 1787). Stepping into this research
opportunity allowed me to explore how love, relationships, and resistance
can be interconnected. This connection creates a form of empowerment.
Empowerment in this context means that the community is rallied and
supportive through an understanding of similar experiences.
According to the National Coalition Against Domestic Violence
(NCADV), a healthy relationship is one that is based on love, mutual
respect, and equity. Components of a healthy relationship include
communication, healthy boundaries, and the desire to grow and work on the
relationship. Relationships are essential to human existence. They fulfill the
human desire to belong. Examining this definition, equity is of great
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importance, especially in a racial context. Hatfield (1987) explains that
equity matters in relationships. His research states that partners who feel
that they are in an equitable relationship feel like their relationships will last
longer and are easier to sustain. All relationships take a great deal of work
to maintain; however, being able to meet the needs of one’s partner in
multiple capacities becomes important to creating a sustainable
relationship.
In the Black community, what would these concepts look like? The
answer to this question can be found by diving into the literature and trying
to find the notions and models that compose the “ideal” relationship for
Black folks. The current representative model used by the Black community
was developed through observing white romantic relationships. So, what
would it look like for Black people to define and decide for themselves what
it means to love?
Apart from a few studies (Billingsley, 2016; Brooks 2016; Evans,
2014), a scarcity of literature exists on studying Black love. This lack of
research geared towards understanding the experiences and outcomes of
Black people who choose love creates an inequity that can limit the full
understanding of perspective and operation within the Black community.
To identify ways Black love can be used in a multidimensional praxis,
continued research is beneficial to clarify the current definitional
inconsistencies and dearth of shared experiences, narratives, and
counternarratives.
Therefore, the purpose of this research is to find ways to have and
build into a discourse around Black love and convey how this discourse can
be used as a form of healing as well as resistance. The title of this article
serves the purpose of outlining its goals; for the author, the notion of
teaching represents centering the experiences of an individual in order to
establish a sense of value in their narrative. Love and relationships are
fundamental parts of the human experience. By analyzing the literature
surrounding these topics, the overall goal of this paper is further extended
towards defining and then allowing the Black community to establish
values. Lastly, scholars such as Audre Lorde, June Jordan, and more have
illustrated that embodying a narrative that counters the dominant ideology
is an act of resistance.
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The research for this conceptual examination illuminated that a
clarification and reframing of Black love has the potential power to promote
social change. Historically, love in relation to Black people has held
multidimensional depth (Billingsley, 2016). On one level, the Africans who
were brought to America were forbidden to marry, love, or find intimate
comfort amongst each other (Billingsley, 2016). On another level, “love”
has been used as rhetoric by activists to galvanize individuals to combat
oppression in a variety of ways (hooks, 1994). What has been identified is
that love relationships are very important to the well-being of individuals.
So, while the idea of studying Black love may not be unique in its origin,
the concept of using Black love as a mechanism for interpersonal and
communal change is an underused opportunity. Providing Black people
with the ability to choose a love that is not governed by the hegemonic
ideology purported by Whites is powerful. The power herein lies in the
recipe that makes up love combined with Black feminist notions of selfdetermination and self-value, as described by bell hooks (2000).
Knudson-Martin and Huenergradt (2010) suggest that, “mutually
supportive intimate relationships have the potential to heal old wounds and
promote health and resilience” (p. 369). This quote reflects the
belongingness hypothesis that contends humans “have a basic
psychological need to feel closely connected to others, and that caring,
affectionate bonds from close relationships are a major part of human
behavior” (Baumeister & Leary, 1995) This hypothesis when viewed
through an Afrocentric lens (Asante, 2003a) allows for research to pursue
understanding not only the importance of Black love, but also allows for an
opportunity for Black people to self-define their meaning of what Black
love is (Collins, 2000).
This conceptual paper is in response to the need to expand the
knowledge on Black love for the Black Community. The aim is to create a
space for an injunction to promote Black perspectives through a critical lens
and utilize diverse lived experiences across the diaspora. This in turn
recognizes the importance and value of counternarratives that challenge the
hegemonic structure of relationships.

Published by SJSU ScholarWorks, 2020

23

5

McNair Research Journal SJSU, Vol. 16 [2020], Art. 5

•

•

•

•

•

Definitions of Terms
Definitions of the word “love” identify the word as a noun and verb.
As a noun, “love” is defined as “an intense feeling of deep affection,
a great interest, and pleasure in something, and a person or thing that
one loves.” As a verb, “love” is defined as “to feel a deep romantic
or sexual attachment to (someone) or to like or enjoy very much.”
Kahane (2010) describes how “love” has a deeper connotation than
what the Western world defines it as. He draws on his experiences
and conversations with Bill O’Brien, president of Hanover
Insurance Company, and Humberto Maturana, a Chilean cognitive
biologist.
“Love is the domain of those relational behaviors through which
another (a person, being, or thing) arises as a legitimate other in
coexistence with oneself (O’Brien, 2010).” As Jungian Robert
Johnson (2010) writes, “Love is the one power that awakens the ego
to the existence of something outside itself.” All of these definitions,
from the worlds of management, biology, and psychology, are
congruent with Paul Tillich’s form of theology. “Love is the otheracknowledging, other-respecting, other-helping drive that reunites
the separated” (p. 37)
hooks (2000) explains that her research into finding a meaningful
definition of love first occurred through stumbling across theorists
who studied love and acknowledged that people would be better off
using the word as a verb. She further explains that Peck (1978) then
provided her with a meaningful definition, stating that “love” is
defined as the will to extend one’s self for the purpose of nurturing
one’s own or another’s spiritual growth. Furthermore, “Love is as
love does. Love is an act of will—namely, both an intention and an
action. Will also implies choice. We do not have to love. We choose
to love” (hooks, 2000, p. 5)
In the New Revised Standard Version (NRSV) of the Bible, 1
Corinthians Chapter 13 describes “love” as:
Love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or boastful
or arrogant5 or rude. It does not insist on its own way; it is
not irritable or resentful;6 it does not rejoice in wrongdoing
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but rejoices in the truth.7 It bears all things, believes all
things, hopes all things, endures all things.8 Love never ends.
But as for prophecies, they will come to an end; as for
tongues, they will cease; as for knowledge, it will come to
an end. (Merriam-Webster, 2020)
What the above definitions have in common is the notion that love
is its own entity. In order to access it, or to use it as a verb, you have to
acknowledge that you are choosing to do so. Acknowledging this
commonality offers up a formula that hooks (2000) mentions regarding
feeling love and identifying the relationship between power and the love
that Kahane (2010) describes. For example, Kahane’s (2010) research
describes that one cannot have love without power and interconnected
relationships. Kahane (2010) explains that the importance of this
relationship is based on the connection between them and their ability to
functions as the check and balances between.
Similar to the word love, the notion of a relationship must also be
defined:
•

The definition of the word “relationship” identifies it as a noun. As
a noun, “relationship” is defined as:
The way in which two or more concepts, objects, or people
are connected, or the state of being connected; the state of
being connected by blood or marriage; the way in which two
or more people or groups regard and behave towards each
other, an emotional and sexual association between two
people. (Merriam-Webster, 2020)

As presented, the definition of “relationship” points out that there is
a huge variation. Thus, this conceptual paper will be focusing on the
interpersonal and romantic relationships amongst Black people. Lastly,
when this paper talks about resistance:
•

Definitions of the word “resistance” identify the word as a noun. As
a noun, “resistance” is defined as:
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The refusal to accept or comply with something; the attempt
to prevent something by action or argument, the ability not
to be affected by something, especially adversely; the
impeding, slowing, or stopping effect exerted by one
material thing on another; the degree to which a substance or
device opposes the passage of an electric current, causing
energy dissipation. (Merriam-Webster, 2020)
Background
During the 19 century, miscegenation became the legal term to
describe interracial marriage or sexual acts. Loving v. Virginia was a
Supreme Court case in 1967 in where the court ruled that miscegenation
laws were unconstitutional. The Loving case became one of the few times
where an attempt was made at defining Black love. Prior to Loving was
Pace v. Alabama in 1883; this landmark Supreme Court case ruled, at that
time, that miscegenation laws were constitutional because they punished
Blacks and whites equally. However, leading up to both cases was the
governing societal notion that African Americans did not deserve and, as
Thomas Jefferson (1918) famously wrote, were not capable of knowing
love:
th

They are more ardent after their female: but love seems with
them to be more an eager desire, than a tender delicate mixture
of sentiment and sensation. Their griefs are transient. Those
numberless afflictions, which render it doubtful whether heaven
has given life to us in mercy or in wrath, are less felt, and sooner
forgotten with them. In general, their existence appears to
participate more of sensation than reflection. (P. 148-149)
Historically, entities have attempted to define love based on a
dominant ideology. This is evident in both the Pace and Loving cases. In
both cases, the Supreme Court judges placed an emphasis on the race of the
individuals involved. In Pace, the judge defined love as being within the
races. This ruling reinforced the idea that love, according to Orbe (1997),
“is shaped by culture and a time in which it is expressed…love changes over
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the course of history and of individual lives it evolves in surprising ways.”
Jefferson’s claims become invalid due to the fact that (1) he did not collect
any evidence to support his claims and (2) according to the explanation of
love provided by Orbe (1997), he did not understand the culture. This, in
combination with it being the late 18th century, meant that unless genuine
interest was expressed in studying the lives of Black folks, it was very
unlikely that Jefferson would understand the potential they had for love.
Literature Review
Love
While the literature that has been done on love is thorough, it is still
missing a large component that involves various cultures, ideologies, and
ethics. To be more concise, the literature surrounding love lacks an
authentic perspective from the identity spectrum. This should come as no
surprise given the patriarchy’s influence. This means that (1) most of the
literature written and acknowledged about love has been written by women,
and (2) acknowledged male-written literature is incredibly difficult to find.
Philosophers have attempted to utilize religious context to explain
what love is or could be. Kierkegaard (1847) wrote about love in regard to
self-love, stating and drawing a distinction between “proper” and “selfish”
forms of self-love. Lippitt (2009) further expands on this concept, stating
that there is a center level of selfishness required for “becoming a self.”
Philosophers continue to have critical dialogues about the nature of love,
self-love, and more works begin to illustrate love as a verb. It is an action,
or a series of choices made with a destination in mind. hooks (2000) echoes
this sentiment by telling the reader that she stumbled across a similar
sentiment while conducting her own research. If love is to be examined as
a verb, this means that it could have the potential to interact with various
spheres of influence. For this conceptual paper, love will be examined in
the personal, religious, and communal spheres. In the personal sphere, one
would be able to study how an individual understands and interprets their
experiences with love. In the religious sphere, one would be able to study
how religion has impacted an individual’s understanding of love, and how
it is supposed to function. Lastly, in the communal sphere, one would be
able to study how love is displayed in a community of individuals and how
it is sometimes used as a means of transactional capital.
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Love, as hooks (1994, 2000) explains, has a transformative power
when it is put into practice. Practice, in this case, is defined as a verb
meaning, “carry out or perform (a particular activity, method, or custom)
habitually or regularly (Merriam-Webster, 2020).” hooks encourages us to
not only understand the discourse that has been had about love but also to
be brave enough to apply what we have learned from the literature. What
Frankfurt (2004), Kierkegaard (1847), Lippitt (2009), and hooks (2000)
have worked to try and establish is that love in its many forms is an action
and an active choice.
For some, love became an act of rebellion, and an act of survival.
During the 17th century, to be Black and in love was not initially known as
Black love. For enslaved people, the idea of love represented sustainability.
To a certain extent, it represented solidarity. Kahane (2010) explains the
relationship between love and power. They both possess generative
potential. When one wields power without love, it becomes a mechanism to
oppress. When one wields love without power, it becomes a boundary-less
endeavor that can result in various forms of hurt. In disenfranchised
communities, it helped in the creation of the narrative that love amongst
people of African descent is a means of political survival. Kahane (2010)
tells us that you cannot separate power and love. Power exists in love
subconsciously. This existence of power is what provided individuals with
different forms of strength since they used love as a tool for survival.
Black male and female relationships
While thorough, the literature that has been written about African
American male/female relationships requires expansion. As scholars and
culture critics begin to dive deeper into the relationships of African
American males and females, they aim to deconstruct the issues on all sides.
However, due to the disparities in representation as presented in the
literature so far, we have bodies of work composed of Black women or
Queer Black men, but no work that has been done by cisgender
heteronormative Black males. Now, this observation does not serve to
invalidate the work done by cisgender or Queer Black folks. It does,
however, show us that the patriarchy has influenced our notions of love
(Brooks 2017). While the full benefits of the patriarchy are reserved for
cisgender straight white men, by participating in attempts to be recognized
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as men, Black men benefit from privileges associated with the practice.
Society does not recognize Black men as men. This means that when Black
men participate in hegemonic masculinity, their actions have negative
consequences on their romantic relationships (Charleston 2014). Charleston
(2014) further explains that indulging in patriarchal practices takes away
from the effort that could have been invested in maintaining relationships;
in effect, this energy is drained. When this is combined with Aldridge
(2006), the notion of Black male scarcity explains why Black women
approach their relationships with them and accept practices that may be used
to appease their fears (Aborampah, 1989; King & Allen, 2009; Marbley,
2003). In this case, the notion of a lack of suitable partners places women
in a position where environmental factors have taught them that they do not
have many options (Aldridge 2006).
While Aldridge (2006) makes the case for understanding the state of
African American love relationships, it omits the fact that historically,
Black folks did not want to have relationships that mirrored the
relationships of White folks. Giddings (1986) explains that Black women
had no desire to marry once they had been emancipated. This was in part
due to the marital practices that slave owners would use in hopes of creating
more slaves, but this was also due to the observations made of the material
practices observed in white love relationships. After being freed, Black
folks had no desire to enter institutions that would, in theory, replicate
slavery. However, due to not having any alternatives because of a lack of
representation, Black folks adopted the nuclear family model for
relationships. Another factor for this development was the traumatic
experiences happening post-emancipation that claimed the lives of Black
folks. These relationships were formed out of necessity and for protection.
Prior to reconstruction, people of African descent had to find ways to
covertly love one another. Love, or the idea of love during this time period,
challenged the notion that the enslaved were inferior. Interpersonal
relationships have always played a large role in human experience. So, to
admit that this group of disenfranchised individuals requires the same
connection to thrive disproves the notions surrounding the ideas that they
are inhumane.
In a contemporary context, bodies of literature have come out
regarding love relationships amongst African American that places a heavy
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emphasis on gender. Authors like Harvey (2009) and Harper (2009)
attempted to provide Black women with insight without a historical
perspective (Charleston 2014). Both authors neglected to examine the
impact performative masculinity (Connell 1995) has had on Black men and
those they attempt to form relationships with. Society has constructed a love
narrative imbued with what is now coming to be understood as toxic
behaviors. While all the blame cannot be placed on one specific group
within the Black community, the onus does fall on Black men to challenge
and resolve the damage they have caused (Hill-Collins, 2000; 2005). Some
of the literature that has been produced by Black men in recent years has
been geared towards convincing Black women that they or the way they
view relationships is the problem. This is counter-intuitive because of the
patriarchal implications. hooks (2004a) and Hill-Collins (2005) noted that
this narrative does not acknowledge the lived experiences of their partners.
Love is not unilateral. To begin to cover the depth that love encompasses, a
multidimensional approach is required (Brooks 2017). The literature
reviewed for this research was geared towards heterosexual relationships.
This was not done to alienate or invalidate queer relationships from the
conversation; it was done to create a foundation where this literature could
be dissected to observe the systemic structures that are tied within it and to
create an inclusive conversation.
Giddings (1986) tells us that when slavery ended, amid everything
going on during reconstruction, African American love relationships ended
up mirroring the structure that was represented. hooks (2004a) expands on
this concept by reminding us that when America was established, it was
done so by white folks who still viewed Blacks as property. This meant that
whenever crucial dialogues were had, AA’s were left out because to the
dominant ideology they did not matter. Hegemonic masculinity (Connell,
1995) is performative. It is the Black man’s attempt at having their manhood
validated by society. These attempts, however, end up doing more harm to
their relationships within their community and with themselves (hooks
2004a).
The literature reviewed for this paper thoroughly documents the
concept above by building a solution to deconstruct the influence of social
constructs in African American love relationships and establishing values
that benefit both partners. We can begin by examining the impact that
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performative masculinity has on the love relationships amongst Black folks.
While the patriarchy is not solely to blame, it becomes evident that
governing ideology influences the actions of Black men. It has become so
deeply ingrained that they perform it subconsciously, unaware that it does
not benefit anyone.
In an interview between James Baldwin and Audre Lorde (1984),
Lorde (1984) explains that there is no immaculate conception within the
Black community. Little Black children are making little Black children.
This means that Black boys are performing the ideas of masculinity they are
being shown without knowing what masculinity is. Collins (2005), hooks
(2004a), Kahane (2010), and Peterson (2018) all illustrate how this idea of
power is gendered, and as a result the humanity required to have genuine
love relationships is stripped from men. hooks (2004a) and Collins (2005)
discuss how society’s sex-driven nature has resulted in men pursuing sexual
relationships with their partners without considering the romantic
implications. The propagation of these structures not only make forming
lasting relationships difficult, they also facilitate various ways of pulling the
community apart by encouraging male-identified folks to kill their
emotions, and conquer everything around them (hooks, 2004a).
Scholars have noted the necessity to explain the situation of the
Black male in order to focus on the influence it has on other Black
identifying folks. This is best summarized by hooks (1981):
White women and black men have it both ways. They
can act as oppressor or be oppressed. Black men may
be victimized by racism, but sexism allows them to
act as exploiters and oppressors of women. White
women may be victimized by sexism, but racism
enables them to act as exploiters and oppressors of
black people. Both groups have led liberation
movements that favor their interests and support the
continued oppression of other groups. Black male
sexism has undermined struggles to eradicate racism
just as white female racism undermines feminist
struggle. If these two groups or any group defines
liberation as gaining social equality with ruling class
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white men, they have a vested interest in the
continued exploitation and oppression of others. (p.
15)
Black women live at the nexus of race, gender, sex, and beyond
(Crenshaw, 1984). The multiple dimensions that encapsulate their existence
also functions as a guide to understanding how hooks (1981) and the abovestated phenomenon impact Black women’s love relationships. Harris-Perry
(2011) describes this as the “crooked room.” Furthermore, “As they struggle
to find the upright…they are beset by the emotional, physiological, and
political consequences of race and gender shaming” (p.183) as a result of
the duality of the strong Black woman becoming apparent. As a result of
this shaming, Black women had to develop a means of self-defining
themselves; however, this resulted other groups taking this definition as fact
and have used it to deny Black women the right to simply be human (p.
185). In love relationships, the narrative of the strong Black woman
challenges the hegemonic masculinity their potential partners perform. By
acting in ways that are no longer “socially” acceptable, despite being in the
best interest of themselves, Black women are sometimes negatively labeled
and stereotyped because they do not conform to societal notions (HarrisPerry, 2011; Brooks, 2017).
Hills (2000) clearly states that Black women’s fundamental want is
to be appreciated and respected by their partners. She uses the work of
Calvin Denton (1985) to further explain that, despite how obvious this may
seem, Black men tend to become offended when you demand of them to
humanize their potential partners. This reaction has been seen both in
academic and personal settings, as both aforementioned Black women have
produced bodies of work that articulate their experiences while
simultaneously demanding that Black men move them from the backburner.
The strong Black woman stereotype is important to note because it
has become the crutch that many Black men use as a counternarrative to
their ideal partners. During conversations in private spaces, attempts have
been made to articulate issues in partner selection. The grievances often
discussed is the notion that the Black women these men attempt to court are
presumed to be strong Black women. This assumption, in some cases,
creates a situation where the interested Black male-identified partner
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struggles to understand what his actual role in the relationships would be,
as opposed to his assumed role based on its gendered association.
Ultimately, Black women are not being seen or heard in their
entirety, and it is exhausting. While impactful, this statement does not
encapsulate the disparities that have become present on various levels. As
stated earlier, the notion that scholars suggested understanding a male
perspective speaks to how often conversations regarding our community
tend to be linear and gendered. The literature mentioned thus far clearly
indicates the importance of choice and action. Love is the act of constantly
choosing to invest in someone in their entirety.
So, what is Black Love? Although there is no clear definition or
understanding of Black love, Billingsley (2016) begins by offering a basic
definition of Black love as a shared love between Black-identified
individuals. While this definition is rather broad, it allows for inclusivity.
“Black love” was a term coined by users on social media platforms such as
Twitter, Instagram, Facebook, blogs and more (Billingsley 2016). The
hashtag became a cultural mecca in digital spaces because it created
representation for a phenomenon that we all knew existed but was not
accurately represented. There are people who believe that Black love does
not exist, and that love is love. On the other side of this notion, there are
people who believe that Black love is unlimited. To add to the basic
definition, Black love possesses the multidimensionality that Black folks
possess.
Love and Resistance
hooks (1994) ends her essay “love as a practice of freedom” by
stating that she was proud of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. for the way that he
preached love as a means of combating oppression. Freire (1970) wrote
about how oppressed communities use love as a means of teaching because
they understand that the approaches to teaching used by the dominant class
are centered on erasure and dehumanization. Love as a method of teaching
(1) validates the experiences of minority communities because it utilizes
their experiences as a method of teaching and (2) allows for
counternarratives surrounding dominant ideologies to be told.
The need to understand Black love is birthed from how it can be
centered during the 21st century, where people are drawing attention to
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issues the Black community faces. Organizations and movements such as
BlackLiveMatters and #Metoo were founded by Black women (Bandele
and Cullors 2018). Love has the potential to help heal. A love ethic, as hooks
(1994) stated, has the potential to begin to end oppression by challenging
the way that we do and see things. Kahane (2010) reinforces this by
reminding us that there is power hidden in love. Power is destructive when
one wields it without love; it becomes oppressive because it lacks the
capacity to humanize and be conscious of what is happening.
Black love as a means of resistance illustrates understanding the
relationship between love and power (Kahane 2010). While not always
noticeable in the rhetoric or actions of activists, in reflecting on legacies
such as Dr. Harry Edwards, one can see moments in his journey where love
and power propelled him forward (Edwards 2018). The same is true of
Assata Shakur, Angela Davis, Patricia Hill-Collins, and bell hooks—just to
name a few. These activists have managed to weave love and power into
their writing as well as activist endeavors, and their works and actions have
provided the results that these outcomes are possible.
In considering methods in how to utilize Black love as a method of
social activism, a combination of the literature and theoretical framework
created a pathway towards the Five Imperatives explained by Dr. Harry
Edwards in the introduction of The Revolt of The Black Athlete (2017).
While Edwards does not claim to be a Critical Race theorist, there are
notable similarities between his imperatives and the tenets of CRT (CarterFrancique, 2020). The imperatives are as follows:
(a) a substantial and organically sustained pool of aggrieved
plaintiffs seeking redress; (b) a relentless and expanding demand for
change, legitimized not only by the aggrieved population but also by
collaborating “outside” interests and even, unwittingly, by some detractors;
(c) a threatened “establishment interest” that makes the changes demanded
more reasonable and appealing to the establishment in terms of cost-reward
outcomes than maintaining the status quo; (d) substantively factual
arguments and supporting ideological “scaffolding” and “framing” to
successfully surmount and overcome two characteristically employed
adversarial “ploys”; and (e) a sustaining ideology beyond that professed by
adversaries and that legitimizes goals and means that enable vigorous “push
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back” against tendencies toward definitional hegemony and retrenchment
relative to compelled changes.
In relation to using Black love as an ideology in movements for
social change, the literature mentioned above has illustrated the attributes
that allows for this framework Edwards created to be utilized. History has
shown us that there exists a dominant ideology to be challenged. The work
of hooks and others illustrates the organic group-seeking redress. With the
addition of the use of philosophy and religion, the argument can be made
that despite Western notions embedded in our society, capital is to be gained
by allowing love—specially, Black love—to exist. All of this is to say that
teaching Black folks to love is a way of creating an organic form of
resistance that will grow and develop within the community.
Theoretical Framework
This conceptual paper grounds its arguments in qualitative narrative
due to how race, gender, and sexuality will play a role in the telling and
understanding of these experiences. To theoretically understand Black love,
one would have to apply a critical race lens to the narrative; first, by seeking
to understand how Blackness functions in relationship to love, and how
notions of love amongst Black folks is different from other Western notions.
Critical Race Theory (CRT) can be applied here because the literature has
shown us that the Eurocentric model of love used to describe and define
love was not meant for African Americans. In order to understand the
difference, research would have to pursue an understanding of the
following:
(1) Ordinariness of race. CRT starts from the premise that race and
racism are central, endemic, permanent and a fundamental part of defining
and explaining how U.S. society functions (Bell, 1992; Russell, 1992). This
tenet in relation to interpersonal and romantic relationships implies that in
certain contexts, race goes unacknowledged because it is ingrained in our
society. In both intra and interracial relationships, race places a central and
permanent role based on the lived experiences of those involved.
(2) Interest Convergence. CRT argues that because racism advances
the interests of both white elites (materially) and working-class whites
(psychically), that same concept has the potential to be extended to those
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who buy into whiteness as a social construct. The heteronormative values
that we have the potential to base our relationships on are rooted in a
dominant culture (materially, physically, and mentally) but do not reflect
the cultural values communities of color need in order to make their
relationships work.
(3) The Commitment to social justice. Black love in the realm of
social justice has been depicted in various interdisciplinary arenas. The
commitment Black activists make to provide equity to their community
comes out of a place of love for their community. While their passion is
often mistaken for anger, at their core they are defending and attempting to
aid their loved ones to the best of their abilities.
(4) The centrality of experiential knowledge. CRT scholars have
drawn attention to the impact the dominant society has had on racializing
minority groups at different times. The creation of stereotypes, racial
mythology, and false narratives has been ingrained into the fabric of our
society. First, this impacts the way relationships are formed because it creates
a space for race to be a fundamental factor in causing varies forms of
oppression. Second, on an interpersonal level, it creates a space for
discrimination in all of its various forms to be normalized. Lastly, it makes
it possible to dismiss the experiences of people of color.
(5) The interdisciplinary perspective. In order to study race and love,
you have to draw on various disciplines in order to compose a body of
knowledge to support your claims. Patricia Hill-Collins tells us that over the
course of doing her Black feminist work, she realized that everything is
interconnected. Translating this realization into our current topic means that
we centralize equity and figure out how to support partnerships without
overshadowing or overwhelming either side based on cognitive biases.
In order to utilize this framework in reference to Black love and
understanding the experiences of Black women—whom also happen to be
the majority of authors on this subject—requires utilizing a Black Feminist
Framework to understand the experiences of Black women, simultaneously
allowing the researcher to challenge their own cognitive biases. Black
Feminist Thought (Hill-Collins 2000) lays the foundation for researchers to
analyze the experiences of Black women by: (1) Utilizing Black women’s
self-definition and self-valuation as a means to validate their experiences
without challenging or discrediting them. Through integrating the culture
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produced by Black women, we can define love as described by Orbe (1997):
love is shaped by culture. Any attempt at ignoring the importance of AfroAmerican women’s culture would be omitting contributions they have made
to Black love. (2) Taking things another step further, there must be an
understanding of how hegemonic-controlled images of Black women
impact their representation in love/interpersonal relationships. This is to say
that dominant ideologies govern how we view Black women as partners as
opposed to letting Black women control images constructed for African
American women. Lastly, there is a case for conceptually utilizing Black
women to help provide structure and agency as a platform for social change
(Hill-Collins 2000). Black love in this context is a mechanism for social
change on both micro and macro levels.
Another conceptual framework that could be used in conjunction
with those mentioned above would be Lens Theory (Aldridge 2006). Not
all of Lens Theory is applicable here. There should be an emphasis placed
on the interpersonal factors Dr. Aldridge used in crafting her theory such
as: Scarcity of Black males, differential socialization of Black males and
females, sexism and women’s liberation, and modes of interacting. These
four factors fit into the themes that were developed in the literature review
section of this conceptual paper. Expanding on them in future research
would help various communities, including the Black community, to
understand the impact that Eurocentric values have on their relationships,
and how understanding those values will allow us to begin to change and
shift stigmas as well as build healthier relationships.
The Last theoretical concept that can be applied to this research is
Narrative Inquiry (Clandinin and Connelly 2000). Narrative Inquiry is a
qualitative research method that allows for researchers to systematically
gather, analyze, and represent people’s stories as told by them, which
challenges traditional and modernist views of truth, reality, knowledge and
personhood. As a form of Ethnography, Narrative Inquiry allows for the
dominant narrative and counternarrative to occupy the same space without
invalidating the lived experiences of either party.
Conclusion
The goal of this conceptual paper was to review the literature that
was available on the topic of African American relationships with the intent

Published by SJSU ScholarWorks, 2020

37

19

McNair Research Journal SJSU, Vol. 16 [2020], Art. 5

to figure out how to address the disparities and develop an approach towards
a method of healing. The title of this paper “Teach Us How: Love,
relationships, and Resistance” expresses the desire behind this concept
through analyzing my own lived experiences in combination with the rest
of Black-identified folks. It becomes imperative that teaching people how
to love is of the utmost importance; this requires not just simply teaching
Black people how to love, but also providing them with the knowledge to
know that love is a source of power. Providing a foundation for
conversations to hopefully happen in the future where people can redress
misunderstanding concerning love and develop healthier relationships is the
ultimate outcome.
The Belongingness Hypothesis (Baumeister, leary, 1995) provides
us with the context that people need interpersonal relationships. If this is the
case, then developing ways for Black folks to be authentic in their
relationships as a means of resistance is something that requires further
research. Hegemonic structures impact the lived experiences that filter the
realities of people. I aim to continue researching various ways to validate
these individual experiences and remove social doctrine from the
conversation. My goal is to be able to have tough conversations without
social stigmas interfering with the level of vulnerability required. This
research aims to build on what was already available and expand upon it.
After reviewing the expansive literature that was available, I
recommend validating the research done by Black folks on this topic. Most
of the literature on Black love relationships was done by Black women. This
means that, due to patriarchal notions, a wealth of voices and experiences
are being left out of a conversation they deserve to be a part of. My next
recommendation is to work with research groups based on their ages. This
way, data can potentially be collected that will help us observe how the
narrative surrounding love has developed over time. My last
recommendation would be to find a way to balance researching the joys of
love with the tragic experiences of it. This research is incredibly taxing and
the mental fatigue that can be caused by diving deeper and deeper into
bodies of work with negative outcomes only serves to tire the researcher
out. Taking this result into consideration while using love as a lens, I arrived
at a point where if you reach emotional duress or become exhausted, it is
not love because that is not what love is.
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As I continue to expand on this conceptual paper and figure out
pedagogical approaches to teach these ideas to the Black community, I want
to point out that this has been a journey. At its inception, I thought this
project would be relatively simple in nature. While I faced difficulties
amassing the research materials and weeding through resources that applied
specifically to my intent, I found myself having to constantly challenge my
cognitive biases, and the assumptions I had in the beginning this project. As
I prepare to continue this work moving forward, I am thankful to the faculty
in the Department of African American Studies at San José State University
for not only providing resources, but also allowing me the privilege to
pursue this project.
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